As everywhere in Europe, Netherlandish, medieval and early modern urban life was organized around corporations. Besides the specifi c goals in the fi elds of profession, religion, culture and defence, these corporations offered their members a forum for sociability by eating, drinking and feasting together. In the late medieval and early modern Netherlandish cities, economic and professional life was mainly organized in crafts and guilds. In confraternities townspeople could devote themselves to religious activities and charity; the shooting guilds provided the necessary training for the urban militia; townspeople with literary interests found their way to chambers of rhetoric. All these associations had common structures and ritualized devotional activities.
hilde de ridder-symoens compared with what occurred in many other European countries? What were the motives for their creation: the protection and improvement of the quality of the profession, religious and sociable activities, political and prestigious infl uence, education? A careful reading of their deeds of foundation and statutes can certainly help to answer some of these questions. But we know that these formal charters do not explain the full truth and often stick to traditional religious and companionable motives. Thus an analysis of the activities of the members of the association can help to elucidate the problem. Furthermore, comparing the often poorly documented associations with analogous institutions in other regions and countries is also fruitful.
The corporate organization of juridical life started in Northern Italy in the thirteenth century. Collegia juridicum or juristarum (= collegi professionali cittadini dei dottori, giudici ed avvocati) or Arte dei Giudici e Notai (guilds of judges and notaries) were established in all the cities with an organized juridical life. According to Ulrich Meyer-Holz who analyzed the juridical professional organizations in Northern Italy it is quite clear that they correspond to the medieval guild system with all of its elements. A detailed analysis of the sources reveals that the associations were horizontal social structures whose aims and goals were not only professional but also political, social and religious. 2 Under the infl uence of the Catholic restoration in sixteenth-and seventeenth-century Italy, several religious confraternities dedicated to Saint Yves were founded in addition to the secular lawyers' guilds. In the early modern period, Rome possessed no less than four such associations. 3 Compared with their peers in the rest of Europe, Castile's lawyers were slow to develop any form of communal or corporate life, despite their rapid numerical expansion. They organized similar institutions only in the second half of the sixteenth century. The fi rst to organize a corporate association was the attorneys in 1574; it was attached to the royal councils in Madrid. It was followed by colegios de abogados (colleges of advocates) in several other cities. The purposes of these colleges were, as elsewhere, to institutionalize some form of communal
